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FRINGE CAMPS IN NINETEENTH CENTURY QUEENSLAND* 
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The main features of European-Aboriginal relations in C19th 
Queensland have been outlined by CD. Rowley in The Destruction of 
Aboriginal Society and by R. Evans in Exclusion, Exploitation and 
2 
Extermination. But their necessarily broad generalizations obscure 
much fine detail which must be examined to gain an appreciation of the 
total situation. There were, for instance, important differences in 
the nature of early contact depending on when and where it occurred. 
It is necessary to remember that while permanent settlement began at 
Moreton Bay in the 1820s there were still, a century later, some 
Aboriginal groups with limited experience of the white man. Changing 
European attitudes and policies during that time influenced the course 
of race relations as did the varied character of the immigrant's 
economic activity. 
The pastoral industry was of crucial importance to the 
transplanted economy and its demands determined the fate of Aboriginal 
clans over large areas of the colony. But its predominance in both the 
economic, and the racial history, of Queensland should not divert 
attention from other forms of economic activity - other frontiers -
vAiere there were subtle differences in the nature of contact. In the 
gold-bearing districts of North Queensland, for instance, Aborigines 
had their first sustained relations with itinerant miners rather than 
shepherds and stockmen. Along the wet coastal valleys farmers, sugar 
planters and their Melanesian and Chinese labourers cleared the 
rainforest and entered into permanent contact with the local clans. 
Aborigines from the many off-shore islands and adjacent coastlines 
often had their first significant relations with ship-borne Europeans 
- explorers, surveyors or pearl and b^che de m§r fishers while along 
the coast of Cape York, between Yarrabah in the east and Edward River 
in the west, formative contact came with missionaries seeking souls 
rather than profits. 
* This article is a slightly amended version of a paper delivered to 
Section 25 of the 47th ANZAAS Congress Hobart, May 1976. 
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Small towns provided yet another arena for both primary 
contact and the subsequent slow processes of acculturation once fringe 
dwelling camps had become a ubiquitous feature of Queensland society. 
The clusters of windbreaks huddled down in the mangroves, on the far 
side of the river, or along the dry creek bed usually looked as though 
they had been dumped down indiscriminately in place. But such siting 
was rarely accidental. It accurately reflected the dynamics of the 
complex relationship which developed between townspeople and fringe 
dwellers - one characterized by economic symbiosis, social distance 
and stark Inequalities. 
In this paper I will discuss the reaction of both the 
European settlers and the Aboriginal fringe dwellers in this situation. 
I begin with the view from the township. 
The author of a late C19th history of Maryborough recalled 
that: 
in the perilous times of 1850 to 1860 it was 
imperative for the settler, however humble 
to carry firearms and be on his guard 
against treacherous foes, and I believe I 
am not wrong in stating that every acre 
of land in these districts was won from 
the aborigines by bloodshed and warfare^ 
These remarks should emphasise that while life in towns was not normally 
as threatening, for Europeans, as it was in the more remote districts, 
4 
some communities experienced periods of acute collective anxiety. 
Insecurity persisted even after overt conflict had subsided and was 
clearly apparent throughout the first generation of settlement. Indeed 
anxiety about black actions and intentions was a major determinant of 
European behaviour. Settler Insecurity meant that Aboriginal camps had 
to be a safe distance away and the blacks themselves kept out of town 
after dark - and on Sundays in some places - even if the de-facto curfew 
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had to be enforced with the stock-whip. But the Aborigines could not 
be so far away as to prevent their utilization for cheap labour and 
casual sex. The camps had to be near enough for their younger and more 
active members to walk to work and for the local gin jockeys to ride 
in the opposite direction after the pubs had closed at night. 
Townspeople found Aborigines useful as cheap unskilled labour 
in the notable absence of an adequate supply of white domestic servants. 
So blacks chopped wood, carried water, rounded up horses, scrubbed 
floors and scoured pots. A Gladstone resident observed in 1861: 
Far from being a curse, they prove an 
admirable, and in our present situation, 
an almost necessary social auxiliary -
ministering to our wants and necessities 
in fifty different ways5 
They could be paid poorly; or in kind with food scraps, opium, or old 
clothes; or not at all. Another early Gladstone settler commented 
that the town would: 
suffer much from want of labour, if the 
despised Black was not to be found, for 
a small piece of tobacco or a handful 
of flour ever willing to render any 
service required of them, many a time I 
have noticed a Native groaning under a 
heavy load of Bark, that he was carrying 
on his naked back to some white that 
would swear at him, not give him the 
promised tobacco or flour, and if he 
hung about his dwelling, bring out a 
pistol, threaten to shoot if he did 
not move off." 
But if the blacks became too "useful" or began to develop 
significant skills they posed an unacceptable threat to white labour. 
In 1876 a Bowen correspondent referred to: 
the jealousy of many working men, who, 
to use their own expression don't wish 
to see the bread taken out of a white 
man's mouth by a nigger, and endeavour 
in many cases to entice or frighten them 




In Maryborough feeling against Aboriginal labour reached a well 
orchestrated climax in 1865 with a large protest meeting and despatch 
8 
of petitions to Parliament. 
As well as casual underpaid labour, the black's camp provided 
casual underpaid sex for communities with an oversupply of men and an 
undersupply of marriageable women. There is little reliable evidence 
but we can assume that black women were acquired more cheaply than 
white prostitutes, when available, and there was the added attraction 
of intercourse with people considered closer to the animals and 
therefore more sensual and whose abject poverty and powerlessness made 
it possible to indulge any sexual whim even at gun point if necessary. 
Drunken sexual adventures among the blacks became a popular Queensland 
pastime. Only a few weeks after the local clans had been let in to 
Bowen the Port Denison Times noted that even some prominent citizens 
9 
had joined the nocturnal procession to the camp. But just as the 
white working class was antagonistic to the extended use of black 
labour so many 'respectable' citizens were hostile to the blatant trade 
in sex and the accompanying interchange of venereal Infections. It is 
possible that white women felt threatened by the ready availability of 
uninhibited sex in the black's camp. A.L. Meston related that on a 
visit to Thagomindah at the turn of the century he was petitioned by 
six single women to remove certain part-Aboriginal women from the town. 
The details are not clear but it appears that the white women could not 
get their men to the altar because of the counter attractions available. 
The petition was probably iiot a decisive factor but the Aboriginal 
women were moved to reserves along with many other blacks from the 
Thagomindah district. According to Meston's account it was only a 
month later when he received a telegram informing him that six 
marriages had been celebrated. 
European communities made a compendium of other complaints 
about the blacks from neighbouring camps - begging and drunkenness, 
noise and 'indecency', a term used at the time to refer both to 
nakedness and public displays of overt sexual behaviour. The 
Maryborough Chronicle remarked early in 1863: 
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It is imperative that measures be taken to 
put a stop to the indecent, if not 
positively immoral exhibitions which often 
occur in our streets and public places, 
and particularly in the vicinity of the 
wharf. We know these scenes are a matter 
of frequent complaint with visitors -
ladles often being constrained to remain 
in the closed saloon of the steamer for 
hours on this account12 
There was similar concern in Brisbane as well; a newspaper reporting in 
1861 that dozens of blacks were engaging in "every kind of riot and 
Indecency" within a few yards of Queen Street rendering it impossible 
for a "respectable women to pass that way". Yet not everyone was 
shocked for "a number of lads were feeding their prurient curiosity by 
" 13 gazing on the scene . 
Disease too caused apprehension. In 1868 Rockhampton 
citizens were perturbed where a large number of blacks were seen 
bathing in the lagoon which supplied the town with water. "Cattle 
puddling in it are bad enough" commented the local paper, "but the 
14 blacks are infinitely worse". Fear of contagion was rife. The 
residents of Taroom petitioned the Government for the removal of one 
Carbo who had some form of serious eye infection. It was, the petition 
asserted, "a contagious disease which we are of the opinion is Cancer". 
The townspeople wanted him to be removed to a reserve where he would 
"be in no danger of coming into contact with white people". 
II 
Blacks had far greater reason than Europeans to fear violence 
and to be gripped by anxiety. At times Aboriginal groups were attacked 
on the outskirts of townships or even in the streets themselves. In 
April 1861 Sub-Lieutenant Bligh led his troopers into Maryborough to 
'disperse' the town blacks. A couple were shot in the street, others 
were picked off in the river while endeavouring to escape. On other 
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occasions Aboriginal suspects were arrested in town, marched away in 
chains and shot when out of sight. In 1876, for instance, a Native 
Police detachment arrested an Aboriginal named Jemmy in the township 
of Marlborough, led him away and executed him. The incident came to 
public notice because the fire on which the body was thrown only 
smouldered and the local children found the half-roasted corpse. 
Enthusiastic amateurs also harassed the blacks. The Maryborough 
Chronicle wished that the local police could "do what every private 
individual takes the liberty of doing when occasion demands - administer 
a sound thrashing for offences against the decency or peace of the 
18 
neighbourhood". Vigilante action was also relatively common, 
undertaken to capture presumed offenders to drive groups of Aborigines 
out of town. In 1863, for instance, an escapee from the police jumped 
into the Fitzroy River at Rockhampton where, he was "actively pursued 
by the European mob in boats, who struck his head with their oars every 
19 time it appeared above water". In Townsville in 1884 another mob 
chased a local black through the streets, cornered him in a quarry and 
20 
shot him in the shoulder. The wound was not treated and the victim 
subsequently died in gaol. A group of young Maryborough boys acted 
out a grotesque parody of such adult behaviour. One evening in 
December 1867 they went out to the blacks camp - surrounded it in the 
approved manner, raised their guns and told a group of Aborigines to 
dance. When their demand was refused one 12 year old shot an old 
21 
woman in the head. 
But despite such sporadic violence blacks were probably safer 
in towns than in the bush. Even small communities were likely to have 
some residents who opposed the use of indiscriminate violence and who 
afforded protection to the local Aborigines. In the larger towns 
newspapers often exposed brutality editorially or allowed correspondents 
to do so in letters to the editor. The presence of local police 
magistrates, and potential witnesses was a deterrent to overt violence. 
Even in Maryborough, there were those who complained about the 
difficulties of punishing the blacks. In 1867 a writer in the local 
paper remarked that: 
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the cunning fellows know they are safe 
in town where it is next to impossible 
to capture them, and 'dispersing' is 
not permissible.22 
Town camps became sanctuaries where remnants of local clans 
were joined by others forced in from a threatening hinterland by 
dwindling food supplies or the crack of Native Police carbines. The 
plight of the refugees was described by. a Rockhampton Police Magistrate 
in 1871 after agitation had developed to expel the blacks from the 
environs of the town: 
They are driven from many stations in 
the bush, and their dogs which they use 
for hunting the scrubs are poisoned 
almost everywhere: so that the use of 
their own country is literally taken 
away from them; and if they are to be 
driven out of town their only course 
will be to roll themselves up in their 
annual shoddy dormitive called a 
blanket, and die.23 
A grazier whose property was close to Bowen described a remarkably 
similar situation. He explained in 1869 that: 
for about seven months after the Blacks 
were by one Squatter "let in", I kept 
them off my ground; but when they were 
driven out of the town, and then back 
again from the stations, they camped 
near some waterholes on my ground and 
as I saw that they had little or no 
choice where to go I allowed them to 
stop.24 
Thus the camp could not be so near the town as to offend the 
Europeans who were liable to drive its residents away in the event of 
trouble but hostility could arise from neighbouring farmers and 
graziers if settlement was made too far out in the rural hinterland. 
But distance from town had its advantages, allowing life to proceed 
without constant interference. It made possible the continuation of 
important aspects of traditional life - initiation, dancing, ritual 
fighting, child betrothal, funeral ceremonies for instance - which 
would certainly have been disrupted if the blacks had lived closer to 
253 
H. REYNOLDS 
town. The space between town and camp offered a little protection from 
both the fists and whips of the ill-disposed and the well intentioned 
interference of the benevolent. 
Food was the overwhelmingly important problem for Aborigines 
in the post-frontier period. The camps on the outskirts of towns 
contained what were, by traditional standards, large and unnaturally 
static populations. Indigenous food sources were seriously depleted 
and free access to the hinterland was inhibited by the hostility of 
resident landowners. Camps which were fortunate enough to have access 
to the sea or to a large river had a much better chance of maintaining 
both a reasonable level of nutrition and a measure of independence. 
The camps around Townsville must have gained some food from the ocean 
or river, mangrove or sedgeland in the district. But it was apparently 
quite inadequate for the 300-400 blacks living there in the 1880s. The 
Secretary of the local Aborigines Protection Association wrote in 1889 
that "very frequently the aborigines are simply starving. Senior 
25 Sergeant Breene thinks enough food is the exception". 
The common experience was of a meagre and undertain food 
supply of poor quality, coming variously from irregular employment, 
begging, theft, prostitution and increasingly vestigial hunting and 
gathering. Sub-nutrition and malnutrition were almost universal in the 
camps contributing directly to sickness and high infant mortality and 
indirectly to chronic addiction to opium and alcohol and general social 
malaise. 
Sedentary living brought other problems as well. Traditional 
antagonisms were carried over into the new era and exacerbated by closer 
contact. European observers noted them on occasions like the annual 
blanket distribution when diverse groups gathered in close proximity 
for sometimes up to a month or more. In 1862 a Gladstone resident 
remarked that blacks from various parts of the district were "afraid 
to glance at one another". In 1897 young Maryborough Aborigines 
spoke to Meston "very seriously concerning some of the old men" who 
27 they said were still using sorcery to kill blacks from other tribes. 
254 
FRINGE CAMPS IN NINETEENTH CENTURY QUEENSLAND 
New tensions emerged too, stemming from forced adaption to static 
camps, the slow corrosion of old beliefs and the impact of alcohol and 
opium. Traditional authorities were challenged by the young who 
adjusted quicker to new conditions and who by employment and 
prostitution came to provide the main support for fringe dwelling 
communities. Yet traditional sharing continued well on into the new 
era and was commented on by the occasional European interested in 
Aboriginal mores. A Palmerville correspondent noted that there was: 
one special characteristic worthy of 
record - no matter what is given them 
in shape of food, they are certain to 
divide with their fellows28 
Despite the deprivation and tensions of life in fringe 
settlements there were benefits also when comparison was made with the 
situation on pastoral stations or missions. Although some members of 
a pastoral camp were likely to be constantly employed with stock, or 
around the station homestead, pay was meagre and food only intermittently 
supplied to the whole group while the proprietorial attitudes of many 
squatters greatly limited Aboriginal freedom. On the missions, which 
developed from the 1880s, nutrition and health were probably much 
improved at the cost of concerted Interference with traditional customs 
and beliefs. 
Work in and around the towns was unreliable but at least 
there was a variety of employer and task, and alternative possibilities 
in theft, begging or prostitution. While whites exploited Aboriginal 
workers they in turn endeavoured to turn the tables by using all the 
classical stratagems of forced and unwilling labour. A correspondent 
from Palmerville described the situation. "At first", he wrote, "they 
work fairly well", but "scheming, pilfering, shamming sickness, and 
29 
other devices soon became manifest". The blacks were only wanted as 
a casual, cheap and unskilled labour reserve. The great majority, it 
was observed in 1880, had resigned themselves "to the position of 
helots performing desultory services for the settlers in return for 
30 
scraps of broken meat and cast off clothing". 
255 
H. REYNOLDS 
Crime was another answer to the problems of extreme poverty 
and restricted opportunities. It was also a way to continue resistance 
to European domination. Due to the availability of evidence it is best 
to study the development of criminal technology in the Maryborough 
district during the first generation of settlement. The earliest 
detailed reports of Aboriginal theft were provided by Bidwell the first 
Commissioner of Crown Lands for the region. In 1852 he described how 
the blacks had successfully robbed his store even though it was close 
31 
to his hut and downwind from his bloodhounds. He had, he wrote, 
actually found the Aborigines: 
lying within five yards of my sitting room at 
8.00 in the evening when they must have been 
watching me writing at this table while 
others dug the potatoes at about 20 yards 
further off down the hill32 
The following year Bidwell's successor Halloran reported with grudging 
admiration that "the dexterity and audacity displayed" in executing 
33 
robberies was "almost incredible". It is not pushing the evidence 
too hard to suggest that such successful robberies owed much to the 
traditional skills of the hunter - stealth, patience, self-control and 
intimate knowledge of the terrain to facilitate both rapid escape and 
security from pursuit. The scale of robberies - and presumably the 
organization involved - increased considerably over the next few years. 
Halloran's anguished report to Sydney late in 1857 detailed the robberies 
of the previous six weeks which had netted the blacks at least 1000 lbs 
34 
of sugar and 1250 lbs of flour and probably a good deal more. Drays 
were also stuck up on the roads in such a way as to manifest detailed 
planning. During 1864 the favourite spot was at the 6 mile creek on 
the Gayndah Road where there was sufficient cover to allow for surprise 
and where the road ran close to the river. Goods were taken from the 
halted drays, carried down the bank to a waiting boat and rowed over to 
35 the dense scrub on the opposite bank. 
During the 1850s there was a rapid development of 
housebreaking techniques. In 1856 the Commissioner reported that the 
Of: 
blacks were "becoming very expert in house robberies". Other 
observers noted how window panes had been removed to give access to 
37 locks, children used to gain entrance through small openings, while 
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in 1863 McPherson the baker was robbed when a previously marked board 
was prized off to give direct access to the bolts inside the front 
38 
door. At the end of the 1860s the Maryborough Chronicle remarked 
that Aboriginal burglars carried out their trade "as though they had 
served an apprenticeship in London or New York". 
The transition from 'myall black' to urban criminal was 
formally recognized in an editorial in the Queenslander in 1871: 
Outrages by blacks are becoming too 
frequent in the North, and crime of 
this kind is assuming a different 
aspect from the old time spearing 
of cattle or the massacre of station 
hands. The criminal black fellow of 
the present day frequents the town, 
gets drunk, robs houses, insults 
women and otherwise conducts himself 
like a civilized white blackguard.40 
A further interesting development was the emergence of black 
bandits whose notoriety reached a point where they became household 
names and a source of considerable European anxiety. The settlers 
clearly saw them as a phenomenon related to white bushranging but also 
to an older tradition of protest - to such legendary figures as Robin 
Hood or Rob Roy. Wide Bay produced a number of such men between 1865 
and 1895 - Yarraman, Sambo, Johnny Campbell, the Dora-Dora brothers -
who had grown up after white settlement, were in some cases of mixed 
parentage, and had absorbed varying degrees of European culture. 
Campbell and the Dora-Dora brothers were, for Instance, good shots and 
expert horsemen while still retaining enough traditional knowledge to 
master the bush. They were, as a result, formidable opponents and 
particularly elusive •when shielded by their own communities. The case 
of Sambo was discussed by the Queenslander's Maryborough correspondent 
in 1875. "One outlaw", he wrote, "of the name of Sambo" 
is a regular Rob Roy, his stealings have 
been on such an heroic scale. He has 
been 'wanted' for years past, and all 
that they know is that he is in the 
district still. The other blacks shield 
him as sedulously as in some parts of 
Ireland they shield a gentleman who has 
has the misfortune to shoot his landlord.^1 
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Aboriginal resistance did not end when the last shepherd was 
speared or when clans 'came in' to camps on the fringes of towns. It 
continued to run like an unbroken thread through many aspects of post-
frontier life. Though documentation is meagre it is possible to trace 
a continuing sense of injustice, a demand for compensation and 
rejection of what, to the blacks, was the immorality of much European 
behaviour - the selfish individualism and materialism, the cultural 
arrogance and persistent brutality. Occasionally one comes across 
actions which were overtly political. Late in 1865, for instance, a 
group of Rockhampton blacks demonstrated outside the home of the Police 
Magistrate, where 
they signified that peace and safety was 
only assured by the payment of a blackmail, 
in the shape of flour, tobacco and white 
money^2 
It is intruiging to consider if such happenings occurred at other times 
and places but were unrecorded or not even recognized as demonstrations 
by the white community. We might also wonder what might have happened 
if such developing political awareness had been encouraged rather than 
repressed. The response of the Rockhampton authorities was 
predictable. The local press reported that "on infoinnatlon of the 
occurrence Sergeant Judge and two mounted troopers dispersed the 
vagabonds". 
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